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Abstract 
The concept of the reflective practitioner has been widely embraced by the international academic community with innumerable 
professional courses in many disciplines and countries claiming to ascribe to this educational orthodoxy. However, there is a 
considerable lack of empirical evidence to guide the facilitation of reflective writing particularly in practice based disciplines 
such as nursing. The purpose of this paper is to review the empirical evidence relating to reflective writing in nurse education, 
while simultaneously advocating for an alternative pedagagogy of reflective writing. The discussion begins with an exploration 
of the extent to which educators have tended to adopt a hierarchical “levels of reflection” approach where critical reflection is 
seen as the raison d'etre of the reflective writing process. This traditional view is then challenged by proposing an alternative 
pedagogy where reflective ability is classified in terms of domains of reflection with each domain being viewed as important and 
necessary. This “domains of reflection” approach embraces the notion that reflective writing is developmental in nature and that 
each type of reflective writing is of intrinsic value. The paper conlcudes by articulating the primary elements of this alternative 
pedagogy and advocating for its use in the teaching and facilitation of reflective writing.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center. 
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1. Introduction 
The view that the presence or absence of reflective thinking can be determined by analysing students’ reflective 
writing has gained considerable traction in professional education literature. Bolton (2014) claims that reflective 
writing is the reflective process while Jasper (1999) contends that reflective writing is an approach that facilitates 
learning in its own right.  Craft (2005) promotes the notion of a “writing to learn paradigm” where reflective writing 
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is viewed as a valuable tool for both teaching student nurses and documenting their clinical experiences. However 
there is limited empirical guidance pertaining to what constitutes reflective writing and more importantly what 
strategies are effective in supporting students to write reflectively. This is particularly evident in the nurse education 
literature. Consequently it is imperative that nurse educators strive to identify effective strategies that facilitate 
students to engage in reflective practice and more particularly reflective writing (Donohoe & O’Neill, 2009). The 
purpose of this paper is to review the empirical evidence pertaining to reflective writing in nurse education, while 
simultaneously advocating for an alternative pedagagogy of reflective writing.  
2. Levels of reflective writing  
While the premise that reflective writing can be reduced to levels is open to criticism, frameworks such as those 
devised by Goodman (1984) and Mezirow (1981;1990), offer the researcher a schema for identifying and 
differentiating between the reflective capacity of individual students. A number of empirical studies have 
specifically explored the process of reflective writing in nurse education. Invariably these studies used one of the 
aforementioned frameworks to ascertain the level of reflection achieved. Furthermore each of these studies 
demonstrates a hierarchical approach to the reflective writing process where the attainment of critical reflection is 
viewed as the overarching aim of the reflective writing process. 
The research study conducted by Wong, Kember, Chung & Yan (1995) is one of the most commonly cited 
studies in this area. The coding scheme devised by Wong et al. (1995) was based on Mezirow et al., (1990) 
framework for ascertaining the level of reflection evident in student nurses reflective practice journals. The findings 
indicated that while the majority of the reflective journal entries were categorised as reflective (75.6%), a much 
smaller percentage (13.3 %) were classified as non-reflective, while critical reflection accounted for only 11.1% of 
the journal entries. Richardson and Maltby (1995) examined the reflective diaries of 30 undergraduate nurses using 
Mezirow’s (1981) seven levels of reflectivity. Again, these findings demonstrated that the highest number of 
reflections (94%) occurred at the lower levels of reflectivity. Thus, while the students reflected, their writings 
generally did not demonstrate the skills associated with critical reflection and/or problem-solving. Similar issues 
were identified by Duke and Appleton (2000), who examined the reflective written assignments of 62 registered 
nurses using a marking grid that was devised primarily from the works of Goodman (1984), Mezirow et al (1990), 
and Wong et al. (1995). The findings revealed that the nurses’ reflective ability improved over the course of the 
academic year, thus, supporting the view that reflection develops over time. However, this development was 
confined to a change from merely describing practice to exploring the relationship between practice and theory. 
Thus, the development of skills indicative of critical reflection, were less evident.  
Problems associated with the development of critical reflection were also highlighted in three more recent 
studies conducted by Thorpe (2004), Jensen and Joy (2005) and Chirema (2007) respectively. Thorpe (2004) 
examined the reflective journals of 52 undergraduate nurses using the schema devised by Wong et al. (1995). The 
findings demonstrated that half of the students could be classified as reflectors (n=26), while only a minority of 
students (n=6) attained the level of critical reflection in their writings. Furthermore 20 students were categorised as 
non-reflectors as their journal entries were so brief that it was difficult to assess their work. The reflective journals 
of 20 undergraduate nurses were analysed by Jensen and Joy (2005) using Mezirow’s (1981) seven levels of 
reflectivity. A total of 60 reflective journals were analysed and the findings demonstrated that the journal entries 
predominately achieved lower levels of reflection with (82%), assessed at levels 1–4, while less than one-fifth (18%) 
demonstrated higher levels of reflection.  Chirema (2007) used a qualitative case study to examine the use of 
journals in promoting reflection with a group of registered nurses. Forty-two journals were analysed using the 
reflective categories devised by Mezirow et al (1990) and adapted by Wong et al. (1995).  Chimera’s (2007) 
analysis revealed that 28 students were identified as reflectors, while nine students were categorised as non-
reflectors. As with previous research, evidence of critical reflection was limited with only five students 
demonstrating this level of reflective writing.  
In summary each of the studies outlined above support the findings of previous research which demonstrate that 
reflective writing is challenging for students and that critical reflection in particular is difficult to achieve. However 
it is important to also note that an informed critique of the various reflective frameworks, and how they are used to 
assess levels of reflection in students writing, is largely absent in the empirical literature. In referring to this deficit,  
Bulman (2008) acknowledges that nurse researchers have exhibited a tendency to adopt the levels of reflection 
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approach without the necessary degree of critique or informed debate. Bulman (2008) cites the work of Zeichner 
(1993) who cautions against thinking about students’ development merely in terms of levels of reflection. Zeichner 
(1993) proposes that student’s reflective ability should be examined in terms of domains of reflection, where each 
domain is viewed as important and necessary.  Bulman (2008) concurs with this view and suggests that utilising 
domains of reflection to assess reflective capacity may be a more valuable approach. 
3. Domains of reflective writing 
A small number of nurse researchers have begun to demonstrate an awareness of the domains approach to 
reflective writing. Taylor-Haslip’s (2010) employed the criteria devised by Hatton and Smith (1995), to assess 30 
post-registration nurses reflective journals in order to identify the type of reflective writing produced. Taylor-
Haslip’s (2010) findings showed that three students demonstrated descriptive writing, 14 students demonstrated 
descriptive reflective writing, and 13 students demonstrated dialogic reflective writing. Critical reflection was not 
identified in any of the reflective journals. However an interesting finding generated by this study shows a clear 
correlation between an increase in clinical performance and the student’s ability to move to the next level of 
reflective writing; in other words, as the students’ level of reflective writing improved, so did their clinical 
performance.  Thus, this study demonstrates that all levels of reflection are of value and that students need support 
to progress through each of the various stages.  
In 2012, Donohoe conducted an action research study which involved the development of an e-learning 
framework that was specifically designed to facilitate nurses to reflect on clinical practice. In the first action 
research cycle (ARC1), Hatton and Smith’s (1995) categorisation was used solely to assess the types of reflective 
writing produced by students during their online posts/discussions. However in the second action research cycle 
(ARC2) Hatton and Smith’s (1995) schema was also used to design the online environment so that students were 
specifically prompted to engage in different types of reflective writing. When the two action research cycles were 
compared, the findings demonstrated that the level of descriptive reflection increased from 32% (n=52) in ARC 1 to 
39% (n=46) in ARC 2, while descriptive writing decreased from 58% (n=95) in ARC1 to 36% (n=42) in ARC2. 
Dialogic reflection increased from 10% (n=17) in ARC1 to 21% (n=24) in ARC2; similarly, critical reflection 
increased from 1% (n=1) in ARC1 to 4% (n=5) in ARC2. What is particularly interesting about this study is that it 
demonstrates the efficacy of utilising a reflective writing framework to both design a reflective learning experience 
as well as assess the types of reflective writing produced by students. Furthermore, this study demonstrates the value 
of using a domains approach to reflective writing where all types of reflection are viewed as being of value and 
where critical refection is not seen as the sole raison d’etre of the reflective writing process.  
It is perhaps important to note that both Taylor-Haslip’s (2010) and Donohoe (2012) utilised  Hatton and Smith’s 
(1995) framework to assess the students reflective writing. While this framework is not commonly used in nursing, 
its focus is particularly consistent with the domains approach. Firstly, Hatton and Smith (1995) place the different 
types of reflective writing (technical, descriptive, dialogic, and/or critical reflection) in a sequential order to indicate 
a developmental approach. Therefore, Hatton and Smith’s (1995) framework acknowledges that students seem to 
move from descriptive writing to descriptive reflection, thus, over time, becoming more able to provide a range of 
reasons for their actions. As the students become increasingly aware of the challenging nature of professional action, 
they begin a tentative, exploratory examination of why things occur the way they do – which is termed dialogic 
reflection. The use of critical reflection depends on the development of meta-cognitive skills together with a grasp of 
and an acceptance of the perception that actions and events are located in, and influenced by, multiple historical and 
socio-political contexts. Thus, each type of writing is useful and of value in its own right (Hatton & Smith, 1995). 
Furthermore, Hatton and Smith’s (1995) framework acknowledges that descriptive writing (technical writing) is 
often a useful starting point for students who can be encouraged to move on from descriptive writing to understand 
and use other forms of reflective writing. However, Hatton and Smith (1995) readily acknowledge that descriptive 
reflection appears to be more easily mastered and used than either the exploratory dialogic or the more demanding 
critical forms of reflection. Importantly, Hatton and Smith’s (1995) framework recognises that, ideally, fostering 
reflection eventually develops the students capacity to undertake reflection in action, which is the most demanding 
type of reflection on one’s own practice.  In other words, the professional practitioner is able to consciously think 
about an action as it occurs, to make sense of what is happening, and to shape successive practical steps using 
multiple viewpoints, as appropriate (Hatton & Smith, 1995). 
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In summary the literature suggests that employing a domains approach to the reflective writing process may be 
of value to educators charged with facilitating students to engage in reflective writing. However it is important to 
utilise a reflective framework that is consistent with a domains approach i.e. one that is not founded on the premise 
that demonstrating critical reflection is the ultimate aim of the reflective writing process. Furthermore the research 
indicates that utilising reflective writing frameworks to solely assess the type of reflective writing generated is of 
limited value. Thus an alternative approach is required where such frameworks are used to both design the reflective 
writing experience as well as assess the type of reflective writing produced. This approach represents a departure 
from the traditionalist view of reflective writing and consequently there is a need to articulate an alternative 
pedagogy. 
4. Articulating an alternative pedagogy 
The literature clearly demonstrates that nurse educators have tended to adopt a hierarchical approach to the 
reflective writing process where the attainment of critical reflection is viewed as the ultimate goal of the reflective 
writing process. Furthermore it is clear that utilising various reflective writing schema to merely assess the level of 
reflective writing achieved, does little to advance our understanding of the factors that facilitate students to reflect. 
Thus an alternative pedagogy of reflective writing is required.  The purpose of this paper is to propose that educators 
should adopt a “domains approach”, to the reflective writing process. A domains approach recognises that reflective 
writing is developmental in nature and that reflective capacity can develop over time. Furthermore this approach 
challenges the traditional hierarchical view of reflection by proposing that each type of reflective writing is of 
intrinsic value depending on the educational/practice context. However what is particulary pertinent to the domains 
approach is a recognition that students require active and focused support from educators in order to produce 
differenct types of reflective writing. Thus educators should utilise reflective writing schema to both design as well 
as evaluate reflective writing experiences. Finally, the ultimate aim of the domains approach to reflective writing is 
to develop professional practitioners who can apply the appropriate type of reflective activity to any given situation 
as it is unfolding. 
5. Conclusion 
A review of empirical evidence pertaining to reflective writing in nurse education demonstrates that nurse 
educators have tended to adopt a hierarchical levels-based approach to the reflective writing process. This approach 
has done little to illuminate the challenges associated with facilitating reflective writing and arguably promotes 
critical refection as an attainable and relevant goal of the reflective writing process. The aim of this paper is to 
challenge this prevailing orthodoxy by proposing an alternative pedagogy which is based on a domains approach to 
reflective writing where all types of writing are viewed to be of value. The paper concludes by articulating the 
primary elements of this new pedagogical approach, which aims to develop professional practitioners who can apply 
the appropriate type of reflective activity to any given situation as it is unfolding. While this approach has 
applicability within nurse education, it can also be extrapolated and utilised within the educational arena of any 
practice based profession. 
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